Muhammad Ali, by the end of his career an Olympic Gold medallist, was the first fighter to capture the heavyweight title three times. He retired with 56 wins under his belt, becoming a pedestal that has left many behind. What is unique and unjust with the case of Ali, is that he was stripped of all of his previous accomplishments as well as the right to achieve any more. This was due to many different factors from individual faith to the aggressive “movement of freedom” that America was driving during the cold war, while at the same time oppressing its own coloured population. Ali while not the first to reject the preconceived public image of a black celebrity that was birthed by Jack Johnson, Ali was the figure that remade the public image into something independent of the agenda of white America, that his predecessor Joe Louis had embraced and encouraged throughout his career. With Ali being a revolutionary we see his public image and example spreading beyond the confinements of America spreading sparks and movements around the globe. Ali reigniting the fire that great figures in the past had begun, such as Booker T Washington and Martin Luther King, who fought for true rights for the discriminated.

Jack Johnson nicknamed the Galveston Giant stood as the original heavyweight champion (1908–1915) and from his successes he reinvented what it meant to be Black and famous. Johnson lived and seemed to thrive with a less safe style of boxing, examples of battle royals being common within coloured boxing. Black youths were made to fight their own colour indiscriminately and aggressively, sometimes blindfolded for the amusement of white troopers and public.[footnoteRef:2] A common occurrence at carnivals and shows with the winner earning $4 and third, winning $1[footnoteRef:3], rewarding the entertainment being manipulated for little pay. While these forms of boxing were illegal and did not occur within the boxing league it still promotes what coloured boxing was and continued to be. It was essentially amusement for the white public to see those regarded as inferiors, belittling and reinforcing the public impression that those of colour remain beastlike, unlike the dignified image that whites aimed to project. Also, with boxers such as John L Sullivan who refused to combat those of colour, drawing the “color line”, this reinstating how much people like Johnson had to struggle just to compete. While Johnson was a brute inside and outside of the ring, Johnson had a lifestyle that was focused upon projecting a flamboyant public image. Johnson created what was the public image of what was seen as the way to live when you’re black and rich, involving drugs, prostitution and flashy cars. A prime example of a lifestyle full of boasting and immoral deeds. Even with Johnson being a convicted criminal for illegal bouts his career was not ended by the state. The reasons for this are that the publicity of a bad African American who delved into every vice possible, from illegal fights to emotionally and physically abusing his first wife, which culminated in her suicide. All this gave the white media enough real material to reinforce bias and unjust stereotypes upon a whole race based on the actions of a few. With Johnson’s success in the ring, he became an international star, greatly angering the white community. This resulted in the search for a white opponent to win back “white superiority” but this led to failure. This move resulted in an even higher degree of tension and with what was later known as the Johnson and Jeffries Riots, with deaths on both sides. With laws passed to prevent such future tension with the Sims Act curtailing the recordings of prize fights being shared. Effecting how news of the physical superiority from spreading across the Black Atlantic. But Johnson retained his accomplishments throughout his criminal lifestyle.  [2:  ‘Negro Troopers Enjoy Battle-Royal,’ The Washington Herald, 9 December 1918; advert in From St Louis Republic, 29 April 1900]  [3:  Franklin Hughes (2014) Negro Battle Royal, Available at: https://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/news/jimcrow/question/2014/may.htm (Accessed: 29/01/2020).] 

Joe Louis a champion of the American system, lived in a clear contradiction to the examples of Jack Johnson. His manager sets him strict “commandments” to live by, such as “Never be photographed with a white woman. Never gloat over a fallen opponent. Live clean and fight clean.” All in contradiction to the image surrounding Johnson. Joe Louis becomes the ideal African American, who accepted the world and supported it. This was seen with his contributions to the second world war with his work within propaganda driving the war effort forward, by his participating within WW2 recruitment. Also, with his posters quoting him saying “we are going to do our part … and we’ll win because we’re on God’s side.”
Ali unlike Johnson lived a clean life and become a role model inside and outside of the ring, living closer to the example of Joe Louis but not accepting the system as Louis did. Due to a number of different factors, Ali rebelled the draft and system that Louis embraced and supported. While it is true the system also rejected Ali on more grounds than just his skin colour, for Ali stood for more than just colour. Ali’s lifestyle did make him a key target of the American war machine, a black Muslim who fights the usage of violence, all contributing to his future conviction and loss of license.  

Ali was not perfect within the ring. He was known for taunting his opponents with nicknames such as the gorilla and being aggressive towards certain opponents who refused to recognise him by Muhammad Ali. However, within the setting of a ring, these were common enough not to taint the reputation of legal fighters. 
One of Ali’s greatest fights happened after he re-entered the ring in October 30th 1974. An important victory for Paul Gilroy’s “Black Atlantis”. Slaves returning home and utilising the already established diasporas as hotbeds for the movement of their word, and civil rights message. Muhammad Ali versus George Foreman, the now underdog and previous champion against the current champion. This was arguably the greatest sporting event of the 20th century with an attendance of sixty thousand, and a believed record-breaker television audience of one billion worldwide, becoming the most-watched live televised programme at the time. This bout went down as one of the greatest fights[footnoteRef:4] in history.  [4:  Jay Caspian Kang (2013) The End and Don King, the crumbling of an American icon, Available at: http://grantland.com/features/don-king-faces-end-career/ (Accessed: 30/01/2020).] 


With the boon in media technology and increase in boxing alongside the fighter Muhammad Ali, we see his message and example reach beyond a mere physical gathering and transcending the previous records of a live televised audience. What was also important about this fight was its location, both fighters of black descent had returned “to the source continent and were about to spread the word of black glory.”[footnoteRef:5] Dubbed as “the Rumble in the Jungle” can be interpreted both good and bad. A victory for Mobutuism, with “a fight between two blacks in a black nation organized by blacks and seen by the world.”[footnoteRef:6] During his visit Ali was amazed at how wrong the preconceived idea of a native African was and that many Africans were “wiser than we are”[footnoteRef:7]. This led to Ali becoming a great spokesman for Mobutuism. His contributions to Mobutuism on the world stage meant it was readier for such figures like Anthony Joshua, Mike Tyson and Floyd Mayweather to achieve. [5:  Richard Hoffer (2014) Bouts of Mania, 1st edn., London: Aurum. Pg. 147]  [6:  Richard Hoffer (2014) Bouts of Mania. Pg.148	]  [7:  Richard Hoffer (2014) Bouts of Mania. Pg.148] 


Muhammad Ali did not only lose his boxing license and suspension from the ring because of being a Conscientious objector, but he was also stripped of his world title. While he lost the recognition of white America as being the heavyweight champion, within non-white countries he continued to be recognised as the world champion. He was subsequently convicted by a jury of his peers, (who of course were white). He was found guilty of draft evasion and sentenced to five years in prison. With the growth of black representatives within the legal system boosted and favoured by figures such as Du Bois, Ali appealed this verdict. After losing much of his strongest years the charges were repealed. The removal of his passport resulted in his inability to travel to other countries and compete within other boxing leagues which may have permitted his entry. This limited how far his public image could spread during a time when America was losing control. In Ali’s change of faith, we see the governments intolerance towards his lifestyle being clear and negative. However, when we look at the example of Gene Fullmer who converted to the faith of Mormonism and acted in such a manner dictated within his new faith. He was permitted to retain his middleweight championship or sonny Liston who retained his title even though he had an arrest count nearly as “long as he is tall”. Both kept their titles but there was one distinct difference. This being that Ali was Black and stood up for his beliefs within “a white-dominated racist America that cannot stand this.”[footnoteRef:8] Ali did not win his appeal against the conviction and therefore could not regain his previous titles or the continued right to continue his boxing career within America or the world. With his license restored in 1970 and the reversal of his draft evasion by the US supreme court, accepting Ali’s Vietnam objection on conscientious terms and returning his previous championship titles. This was a clear win on the grounds of civil rights and a move towards African Americans being given a greater deal of acceptance within a woefully racist American that was beginning to change from the top.  [8:  Harry Edwards (2017) The Revolt of the Black Athlete, US: University of Illinois Press. Pg. 185, 188–189] 


Muhammad Ali’s refusal to comply with the Vietnam war effort began in 1966 and was a key public problem for the American state and army. He was becoming an idol for all who opposed the war, alongside Soul Music with key figures such as Edwin Starr and James Brown who played at Kinshasa, (which was also the location of Ali and Foreman’s greatest bout.) When the state conscripted idols and stars to the war this largely consisted of propaganda and recruitment tasks rather than sending recognisable faces to the front lines to ultimately die without little benefit. Instead in previous times of emergency boxers like Joe Louis were used to drive up the popularity of the second world war to the public that the state could not reach. The terms of his draft are not clear, whether he would have been assigned to combat and sent to the front lines as nothing more than cannon fodder like countless other African Americans before him especially those who suffered intellectually and were brutalised by any draft system. Or, if he would’ve been used in the field of morale and propaganda with the aims to drive the war effort further and attract even more young vulnerable African Americans. The reasoning behind Ali’s objection to the war has come under scrutinizing. Some argued his objection was over the use of violence itself, dubbing him a pacifist which many found hard to accept since his occupation within a field known for aggression. Others saw his reluctance tied to his civil belief that the black population, often seen with much higher percentages within the draft were people used as cannon fodder by the white generals. Who were bombing innocents and soldiers alike, scarring thousands if not more with napalm, a slow painful death. The Vietnam war was unique in the fact that there were honest portrayals of the war broadcasted to the public and not managed by the agendas of the military. This greatly affected the war effort contributing to the mass withdrawal of America from the war.

In terms of religion Muhammad Ali before he was named such, which a continuous figure at Muslim rallies travelling great distances to hear Elijah Muhammad preach alongside Malcolm X. This can be witnessed in the few rally pictures, taken by the tabloids during this time. His conversion to Islam was not a sudden affair, conspired overnight to bypass his military obligations nor was it an easily accepted one. His conversion enraged his followers and critics alike, his hometown refused to recognise his conversion. This was apparent in the form of refusal to accept his new name, continuing to refer to him by his birth name of Cassius Clay, for years to follow. When Ali changed his preferred name, it is unknown if at this time if the change was legally conducted or simply a personal matter. This refusal to accept his new identity was arguably one of the contributions to Ali’s refusal to join the war effort. The state did not accept either his religious or moral grounds for refusing to contribute to the war. Malcolm X was a strong supporter of Ali’s early years within the Nation of Islam. He had converted during his time in prison, with a criminal background. Malcolm X became a changed man focusing upon the issues around the discrimination of his people, with his “religious pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca.”[footnoteRef:9] During his time spent in Africa, he gained new insights into the struggle and new forms of combating it. This consisted of combining all people of colour descent from all corners of the globe under one goal, the prosperity of those of colour. Inspired by the example of the indigenous Africans who had gained their rights after British colonisation rule. And actually, having a higher status than even those of African Americans, both within American society as well as on a global scale. Seen clearly within his America oppressing the coloured, while his homeland of Africa was truly free.   [9: Malcolm X, ‘Speech at the Founding Rally of the Organisation of Afro-American Unity,’ 28 June 1964.
] 


With the movement of Ali during his career, with his greatest fight being a “victory for Mobutuism” we witness Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic at work. The product of the Black Atlantic utilising the established black areas as hotbeds for support when the white world was against them. With Ali and Foreman’s return to their fatherland, with Ali’s contributions to the civil rights movement and his stance for individual freedom all spread through his public image standing till this day. Contributing to the everlasting message and example imposed upon anyone who stands up for the rights of the discriminated. 

To conclude, the example of Muhammad Ali sent ripples through many different sectors of life, from a cultural aspect, with the reshaping of what it meant to be famous black, from ruffian to respectful. Within the religious realm, Muhammad takes a strong tide giving up his way of life and prestige just to follow his beliefs both religiously as well as within civil rights. This bridged the path for more expression and freedom within faith. With the Vietnam War, Ali sets the greatest example to stand up for what you believe in, in this case, it was against the strongest nation in the world. Lastly, Ali proves that even when you have everything that you are taken from you and when your entire identity is denied, and your own community rejects you, stand true and you shall rise. Ali achieved this by winning his greatest bout against George Foreman long after losing what he was but regaining it leaving Ali and even Foreman as great civil rights figures who inspired future generations. 
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